this study. As such, we accounted for an extensive host of students ' background characteristics (e.g., inputs) in investigating the extent to which interacting with student affairs professionals and participating in activities designed and supervised by student affairs professionals (e.g., environment) influenced students' cognitive growth defined as increased critical thinking, need for cognition, positive attitude toward literacy, and academic motivation (e.g., outcomes) . In the next section, we describe cognitive growth as the outcome of interest and the process by which student affairs professionals and other educators may foster students' cognitive growth and development. King (2009) noted the important distinction that Feldman and Newcomb (1969) as cited in King, 2009) 
Fostering Cognitive Development

drew in their classic, The Impact of College on Students, between "change (a difference of an attribute over time), growth (an increase of an attribute over time)" (p. 598), and development. Drawing from the constructive developmental tradition, King defined development "as the evolution of skills (defined broadly to include abilities, capacities, ways of understanding) over time where early level skills are reorganized into higher-level skills that allow individuals to manage more complex units of information, perspectives, and tasks" (p. 598). Cognitive development focuses on how people progressively use more complex and nuanced organizations and meaningmaking structures in what they know and believe. According to King, educators can foster students' cognitive development by helping them understand their decision-making process, exploring alternative decision-making processes and approaches, and discussing the criteria used to
compare the validity of alternative explanations. King's (2009) suggestions to promote cognitive development can be enacted by applying the learning partnerships model principles (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004) Sanford's (1967) 
. The learning partnerships model calls on educators to (a) help students see themselves as capable of knowing (validating the learners' capacity to know), (b) recognize that personal experience is a valid context from which to create knowledge (situating learning in the learner's experience), and (c) realize that knowledge is created through an iterative exchange of ideas and perspectives (mutually constructing meaning). In many ways, the principles of the learning partnerships model further operationalize
theory of challenge and support. Student affairs professionals support students in understanding their decision-making process by validating their capacity to know and situating learning in their experience. Student affairs professionals challenge students by mutually constructing meaning with them through the exploration of alternative decision-making processes and discussion of the criteria used to compare the validity of alternative explanations.
The outcomes in the study reported in this article are measures of cognitive growth in that we ascertained the increase between students' level of the attribute at the beginning of college and at the end of the first year. To the extent student affairs professionals' practice reflects the learning partnerships model, we assert that these interactions may be related to cognitive development. The 
Review of Literature
Research examining the direct relationships between students' interactions with student affairs professionals and cognitive development is underdeveloped in the field. There is, however, research that examined the relationships between a number of out-of-class experiences and student learning and development (see Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991 (Inkelas & Weisman, 2003) . These communities vary in their goals and structure and are organized typically within academic affairs or student affairs but rarely as a full collaboration between the two divisions (Inkelas, Soldner, Longerbeam, & Leonard, 2008) . In one of the few multi-institutional studies comparing students in a living-learning program to those in a traditional residence hall, Inkelas, Vogt, Longerbeam, Owen, and Johnson (2006) Inkelas and colleagues' (2006) findings are mixed, in the main, these findings support previous research by Tinto (2000) and Terenzini et al.(1996) , which found living-learning communities encourage participants to engage with peers, faculty, and student affairs professionals in ways that foster cognitive growth.
Less research has specifically examined the connection between students who hold leadership positions and cognitive growth. Kuh (1995) (Edison, 1997; Gellin, 2003; Inman & Pascarella, 1998) .
A considerable amount of research, particularly in the last decade, has focused on the relationship between engaging in service learning and cognitive outcomes (see Novak, Markey, & Allen, 2007; Steinke & Buresh, 2002) . A number of studies have investigated the influence of community service participation and volunteerism on a variety of learning outcomes including cognitive outcomes (see Kezar, 2002) . Researchers found the influence of community service participation to have significant positive relationships with cognitive academic development (Astin & Sax, 1998) , critical thinking skills (Dey, 1991) , and cognitive outcomes up to nine years after college (Astin et al., 1999 
Dependent Variables
The Wabash National Study, of which the present analysis was one within a full research agenda, used the CAAP critical thinking module (ACT, 1991) (Cacioppo, Petty, Feinstein, & Jarvis, 1996) . People with a high need for cognition "tend to seek, acquire, think about, reflect back on information to make sense of stimuli, relationships, and events in their world" (Cacioppo et al., 1996, p. 198 (Pascarella & Colleagues, 2007) . Validity information for each dependent measure is available in the full methods report for the Wabash National Study (Pascarella & Colleagues, 2007) . In essence, both the NCS and the PATL reflect students' curiosity toward learning.
Independent Variables
The independent variable of interest was a five-item scale measuring the frequency of students ' (Inkelas et al., 2008 
Control Variables
A particular methodological strength of the Wabash National Study is that it is longitudinal in nature (Astin & Lee, 2003; Pascarella, 2006; Seifert, Pascarella, Erkel, & Goodman, 2010 (Astin & Lee, 2003; Pascarella, 2006; Seifert et al., 2010) .
Analyses
We used ordinary least squares regression to estimate the relationships between students' interactions with student affairs professionals and each of our four cognitive outcome measures. We ran each analysis in three stages. In the first stage, we regressed our dependent variable on students' demographic and background characteristics. In the second stage, we added the frequency of students' interactions with student affairs staff scale to our model. In stage three, we added the four potential mediating variables of activities developed and supervised by student affairs, thus providing students with greater exposure to student affairs professionals. This allowed us to estimate the total and direct effects of the frequency of interactions with student affairs staff on each outcome (Alwin & Hauser, 1975 (Stevens, 2002) .
In Table 2 
Mediating Effects
Model 3 incorporated four college activities (i.e., participation in an academic livinglearning community, number of hours participating in co-curricular activities, holding a leadership position, and community service involvement) in which students would likely have a higher exposure to student affairs professionals. This allowed us to explore the potential ways these variables may mediate the relationships found between interactions with student affairs professionals and the cognitive outcomes in Model 2. The addition of these four college activities significantly increased the amount of explained variance (R
2 ) for all four cognitive outcomes measures. 
The negative effect of student affairs interactions on critical thinking, although small but statistically significant in Model 2, was reduced to nonsignificance when we added the block of first-year college experiences (Model 3). This finding suggests there is shared variance between student affairs interactions and the block of first-year college experience variables. This does not come as a surprise, as a series of modest statistically significant bivariate correlations existed between the student affairs interactions scale and the block of first-year college experience variables (Pear
Discussion
Some have questioned the role of student affairs programs, services, and professionals in advancing student learning (National Association of Scholars, 2008) , whereas others have called for student affairs professionals to demonstrate their influence on student learning clearly and directly (Blake, 2007; Hernandez et al., 1999; Love, 1995) . This study addressed these calls by exploring the direct relationship between students' interactions with student affairs professionals and their cognitive growth in the first year of college. This study differed from prior research in that it focused less on the extent to which participation in a certain college experience influenced cognitive growth but rather on the extent to which increased interactions with student affairs professionals in the first year of college influenced this growth. Controlling for students' background and precollege characteristics, we found first-year students who reported more interactions with student affairs professionals gained on three of the four cognitive outcomes. Moreover, these findings hold even when accounting for student participation in activities typically organized and supervised by student affairs professionals. This suggests that irrespective of whether or not firstyear students participate in activities, which increase their opportunity to interact with student affairs professionals, interactions with these professionals contributed significantly to students' cognitive growth. The interactions with student affairs professionals scale was positively associated with increases in students' need for cognition, positive attitude toward literacy, and academic motivation. Each of these outcomes measured students ' (e.g., ACE, 1937; ACPA, 1996; Keeling, 2004) . Moreover, Elias and Loomis (2002) These findings begin to address Love's (1995) 
Challenging and Supporting College Students
Although the interactions with student affairs professionals scale measured the frequency with which students interacted with student affairs professionals, we posit that a challenge and support orientation within a learning partnership (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Sanford, 1967) (Astin & Sax, 1998; Dey, 1991) . Although participation in community service may appear to offset this negative impact on critical thinking, we think it is imperative to further explore the professional conditions that might influence how student interactions with student affairs professionals influence students' critical thinking.
Critical reflective practice calls on professionals to continually rethink the "why" behind their everyday actions and practices (Senge, 1990 
Summary
In this study, we used longitudinal data from a multi-institutional study to discern the unique relationship between students' interactions with student affairs professionals and students' cognitive growth. Taking into account a host of confounding influences, we found students' interactions with student affairs professionals was associated positively with increases in students' need for cognition, positive attitude toward literacy, and academic motivation but associated with lower levels of students' critical thinking skills. This study offers evidence to connect the interactions student affairs professionals have with students to the learning outcomes of higher education. As those in the field consider the future for higher education scholarship, it is important to examine broadly the educational role student affairs professionals play specifically in fostering cognitive outcomes as a part of holistic learning and development.
